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Transition in WB countries was supposed to enable the establishment of a better economic system. 
However, not all transitional countries have been conducting appropriate follow-up activities during 
their transition process. Success of transition depended on the country’s internal factors and on their 
pre-transition economic situation? In all WB countries privatization led to high unemployment rates, 
low GDP growth and poor living standards especially for youth. At the same time, the transition has 
had positive effects in other transition countries like the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia etc. 
The aim of this paper is to research a position of the youth in WB transition countries including Serbia, 
Montenegro, B&H, and Macedonia. The paper will follow the changes in youth unemployment in the 
period 2000 to 2014 in WB, other transition and EU15 countries. Comparisons of the achieved youth 
unemployment levels will give the opportunity to determine which the good practices are used in other 
developed countries that have resulted with significantly lower youth unemployment rates.
INTRODUCTION
Continuous changes in Europe have had a great impact on the position of youth in societies. During the 
period of 25 years several political and economic factors have influenced business activities. The fall of 
the Berlin Wall; the end of the Cold War; political changes in Europe during the 90’s; and EU expan-
sion represented the beginning of a new era which introduced transition into former socialist economies. 
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The transition was supposed to enable the establishment of a free market economy; to have impact on 
deterioration of monopolies; to facilitate business operations for private sectors; and to diminish the 
role of governments in market regulation and pricing. A new way of doing business led to the creation 
of a strong private sector and facilitated capital movements on the market. However, not all countries in 
transition have been conducting appropriate follow-up activities during their transition process. Success 
of transition depended on the country’s internal factors and on their pre-transition economic situation. 
Across all Western Balkan (WB) the process of privatization has been led in such a way that it has (in) 
directly resulted in high unemployment rates, low GDP growth rate and poor living standards especially 
of younger members of the society. At the same time, the transition has had positive effects in other 
countries in transition like the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia 
and Slovenia.
Since the year 2008, the transition was accompanied by the impact of the financial crisis. Instead by 
prosperity, the transition in WB countries was followed by vast economic and social problems, such as 
the rise of unemployment, changes in inflation rates, decrease in birth rate, increasing brain drain, etc. 
Ever since, the position of young people at the labour market is amongst the most challenging issues. 
For example, the transition in Serbian society has not achieved the foreseen objectives or the expected 
results. Among other countries in the Balkans and Europe in general, Serbia is with lowest growth rates. 
Since the outburst of the financial crisis, the GDP growth rate in Serbia varied from 5.4% in 2008, drop-
ping to – 3.1% in 2009 when the crisis hit Serbia, rising by 0.6% in 2010, and then again 1.4% in 2011, 
declining by -1.0% in 2012, rising by 2.6% in 2013, and again falling by -1.8% in 2014 (National Bank of 
Serbia, 2015). The consequences of the financial crisis did not have impact on the unemployment rate in 
Serbia prior to 2010. However, after that period, unemployment has been increasing to reach the highest 
unemployment rate ever at the level of 23.9% in 2012. According to the Statistical Office of the Republic 
of Serbia (2015), in the period between 2009 and 2013, the unemployment rate fluctuated from 16%, 
19.2%, 23%, 23.9%, and 22.1%, respectively. Youth unemployment rate has been reaching accordingly 
high peaks of around 50%. According to the International Labour Organization (2015), Balkan countries 
have been facing extremely high level of youth unemployment after 2008. The average unemployment 
rate among young people in EU member states is around 21%. Contrary to that, in WB countries youth 
unemployment rate is above 45%, in Bosnia it even reaches around 60%. WB countries should look up 
to the youth in developed countries to cope with the process of employment of young professionals.
Rising unemployment rates, especially amongst youth, have resulted in introducing several programs. 
Among different sets of activities, developed countries have introduced apprenticeship systems. Such 
type of training provided young people with an opportunity to gain practical experience during their 
studies and better chances for finding a job after graduation. In countries such as Austria, Switzerland and 
Germany, unemployment rate of young people is ranging, on average, between 8% and 10% (ILO, 2014).
In France the number of young people who were gaining their practical knowledge in the course of 
their studies has doubled in the past 20 years (Cahus P. et al, 2013). Many empirical studies have shown 
that the experience is extremely important for entering into the labor market. Parey (2009) concluded that 
trained young candidates get faster to the labour market. According to a survey conducted in the USA and 
France, Gorry (2013) believes that professional experience and the amount of the minimum wage have a 
major impact on unemployment rate of young people. The same opinion is shared by authors who argue 
that the cost of labour is a barrier to young people entering the labour market in France and Germany 
(Cahus P. et al, 2013). Results of research conducted by the group of authors Zubovic, Zdravkovic and 
Pavlovic (2015) analyzing the impact of economic and social factors on the youth unemployment rate. 
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They are analyzes the period from the year 2003 to the year 2014 for 41 countrie. Results showed that 
a tax rate on low wages has the biggest impact on the high unemployment rate. The Taiwan research 
showed that in the period from 1973 to 2004, an increase of the minimum wage led to an increase in 
the employment rate among young people, as well as higher participation of young people in the labour 
market, by 0.47% (Chuang, 2006). However, another group of authors analyzed that the big impact on 
the increase in the number of unemployed people has the financial crisis. In the Republic of Ireland the 
youth unemployment rate increased from 9.9% to 33% from 2008 to 2014 (Kelly, McGuinness, 2015).
The aim of this paper is to research a position of the youth in WB countries in transition including 
Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia & Hercegovina, and Macedonia. The paper will follow the changes of youth 
unemployment rates in the period from 2000 to 2014, in WB countries, other countries in transition 
and EU15 countries. Comparisons between the achieved youth unemployment levels will provide an 
opportunity to determine what good practices are used in other developed countries that have resulted 
in significantly lower youth unemployment rates.
The paper is organized as follows. The first part of the paper begins with the background and litera-
ture review. The data and methodologies in the paper are set in Section 3. The conclusion is outlined 
in Section 4.
BACKGROUND
A high level of youth unemployment is a challenge on the global level. Unemployment affects young 
people more severely than adults. Young people are in a very precarious position. Their path from finishing 
their schooling until entering the labour market is extremely difficult, especially in the Western Balkan 
countries (WB) and developing countries. This transition from school to work is often characterized by 
continual steps between unemployment, employment and inactivity, which, in turn, lead to high levels 
of youth unemployment (Freeman & Wise, 1982; Blanchflower & Freeman, 2000; Caroleo & Pastore, 
2005). The paper focuses on specific youth unemployment problems, especially young people between 
the age of fifteen and twenty-four, in countries in transition, such as the Republic of Serbia, the Former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Montenegro, and Bosnia and Herzegovina.
Continuous changes in Europe have had a great impact on the position of youth. During the period 
of 25 years, several political and economic factors have influenced business activities. The fall of the 
Berlin Wall, the end of the Cold War, political changes in Europe during the 90’s, and EU expansion 
represented the beginning of a new era, which introduced transition into former socialist economies. The 
transition was supposed to enable the establishment of a free market economy, to impact deterioration of 
monopolies, to facilitate business operations for private sectors, and to diminish the role of governments 
in market regulation and pricing. A new way of doing business led to the creation of a strong private 
sector and facilitated the capital movements on the market. However, not all countries in transition 
have been conducting appropriate follow-up activities during their transition process. Serbia is the only 
country in the Balkans that was the last in the row to start with the transition process, and it saw some 
progress in 2000. However, 5 years later, Serbia faced re-weakened economic situation. Instead reaching 
prosperity, transition negatively affected the labour market. In Serbia, the transition results were mostly 
positive. A significant economic growth was noticed, as well as low inflation, increased state reserves, 
and maintained exchange rate stability. However, main problems were still present: internal and exter-
nal imbalances, and high levels of unemployment (Bosnjak, 2009). For instance, from 2000 to 2005, 
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the unemployment rate in the Republic of Serbia increased by as much as 8.2% (World Bank, 2015). 
According to the report of the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) (2008), 
Serbia and other WB countries evidently launched the reforms of their economies in 2000, but with a 
significant slowdown by 2003. Serbia received average score of 2.8 for its annual transitional index, 
and was ranked 24th among 29 countries surveyed. On the other hand, the report showed that highest 
progress was recorded by Hungary, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Lithuania, Slovakia and Poland, in 
South-Eastern Europe (EBRD, Transition Report, 2008).
After a few years, the list of countries in transition was extremely shorter, primarily in Europe. The 
success of transition depended on the countries’ internal factors and their pre-transition economic situ-
ation. At the same time, the transition had positive effects in other countries in transition like the Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, Estonia, Latvia, Slovakia and Slovenia. According to World 
Economic Situation and Prospects 2013 there are six countries in transition in South-Eastern Europe 
that are still in the process of transition (table 1).
However, degree of education is considered to be very important when looking for a job in developed 
countries. The research conducted in Romania came to the conclusion that the key factors influencing 
youth unemployment are migration and education. According to the National Institute of Statistics of 
Romania in 2014, more than 140,000 left the country or 5% of young people aged 15 to 24. Author 
analyzed unemployment young people in the period from 2007 to 2013 and came to the conclusion that 
the crisis had a short-term effect on the situation of young people in the labor market in Romania. She 
emphasized that the level of education and high rates of brain drain as the main factors specified affect-
ing the situation of young people in Romania. The best option for young people is to leave the country 
and not continue their education; therefore, it has a direct impact on the labor market (Marginean, 2014).
Several authors argue that economic factors greatly influence the level of unemployment among 
young people. The financial crisis further endangered the position of young people in the labour mar-
ket. In Europe, there is a tendency to stay in school longer because of the crisis. Clark and Fahr (2011) 
concluded that recession could keep students in school and a weakening youth labour market could 
cause enrolment to increase. The research conducted in Ireland attempted to show the impact of Great 
Recession on the unemployment rate and focused on 3 groups of young people (unemployed youth, 
NEET youth and unemployed prime-aged individuals). The unemployment rate in Ireland increased from 
Table 1. Economies in transition in the World
Economies in Transition
South-Eastern Europe Commonwealth of Independent States and Georgia 
Albania 

















Source: World Economic Situation and Prospects 2013, United Nations
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4.6% in 2006 before crisis to 15% in 2012. The youth unemployment rate changed from 9.9% to 33% 
during the same period. Authors concluded that the factors of education and nationality are important 
in finding a job in Ireland.
Various authors Demidova, Marelli & Signorelli (2015) dealt with the regional differences in un-
employment rates among young people in Italy and Russia, in the period from 2000 to 2009 (tables 2 
and 3). In the table below we can see that the youth unemployment rate in southern Italy is, on average, 
about 26% higher than in the north of the country. Youth unemployment rate in Italy is considerably 
higher after 2008 and the impact of the financial crisis, while in Russia the position of young people 
has improved significantly after the presidential elections of 2004.
The situation in the Western Balkans countries is similar. Observing the Republic of Serbia, more 
than 50% of young people have only primary education or less than primary education, whereas there 
are only 6% of highly educated people in rural areas. While in urban areas of the Republic of Serbia 
there are 23% of people with higher education. The problem of high unemployment rate in large and 
developed areas of the country is followed by an imbalance between supply and demand in the labor 
market. Young professionals in urban areas are becoming more educated, but they have difficulties in 
finding jobs within their professions (the Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, Labour Force 
Survey, 2015). High rate of youth unemployment suggests that resources at our disposal are not used 
properly, thus neglecting the significant development potential that exists.
MAIN FOCUS OF THE CHAPTER
This chapter gives an overview of youth labour market at the global and regional levels, with a focus on 
developed countries and Western Balkans countries.
Table 3. Youth unemployment rate, Russia, 2000-
2009. 





2000 14,99 20,45 14,72
2001 12,67 18,12 12,38
2002 10,58 14,33 10,15
2003 12,46 16,47 11,06
2004 9,61 11,43 9,35
2005 9,88 13,14 9,61
2006 10,37 14,1 9,55
2007 8,66 14,28 8,14
2008 9,35 14,19 9,12
2009 12,74 13,85 12,56
Source: Demidova, Marelli и Signorelli (2015)
Table 2. Youth unemployment rate, Italy 2000 - 
2009 





2000 22,4 55,5 16,8
2001 18,7 50,9 14,35
2002 18,3 49,75 13,45
2003 16,55 48,55 14,45
2004 18,5 36,65 15,55
2005 19,25 37,7 15,9
2006 16,1 33,8 13,45
2007 15,85 32,15 13,3
2008 17,3 34,55 14,15
2009 23,3 38,2 18,85
Source: Demidova, Marelli и Signorelli (2015)
320
Youth Employability in WB Countries
 
In the research we used annual data about four countries in transition (Serbia, Macedonia, Montene-
gro and Bosnia and Herzegovina) over the period from 2000 to 2014. The data are collected from the 
international data providers, such as International Labour Organization and World Bank. The variables 
include unemployment rate and unemployment rate among young people aged 15-24.
The unemployment rate is the number of persons who are unemployed as a per cent of the total number 
of employed and unemployed persons (Statistical data, World Bank, 2015).
Youth unemployment refers to the share of the labour force aged 15-24 without job, but employable 
and seeking employment (Statistical data, World Bank, 2015).
In this chapter we will define the answers to the following questions:
• Does unemployment rate affect the position of young people on the labour market?
• In which WB countries do young people, aged 15-24, have the most vulnerable position?
• Which type of strategy should policy makers use to solve problems with a high unemployment 
rate among young people?
Big changes have occurred on the Balkans since 2000, especially when the Republic of Serbia, Mon-
tenegro, the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and Bosnia and Herzegovina and other countries 
joined the transition process. The extent to which the transition contributed to the labour market and the 
position of youth is indicated below.
The total number of young people without employment in Serbia increased from 28% to 47.4% in the 
period from 2000 to 2005, and for the same time unemployment rate increased from 12.6% to 20.8%. 
In addition to the transitional changes and unfavourable political situation in the country, the negative 
impact of the crisis has further jeopardized the labour market and position of young people. Financial 
crisis did not influence the unemployment rate in the Republic of Serbia and other Western Balkans 
countries prior to 2010. The highest unemployment rate ever recorded in the Republic of Serbia, 23.9%, 
occurred in the period between 2009 and 2013. According to the World Bank’s statistical data 2009-2013, 
the unemployment rate for young people aged 15-24 fluctuated from 41.6%, 46.3%, 50.9%, 51.1% and 
49.4%, respectively (Figure 1).
Figure 1. Labour market in Serbia, 2000-2013
Source: Statistical data, World Bank, 2015.
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Unlike other countries covered by our research (Serbia, Macedonia and Bosnia and Herzegovina), 
Montenegro showed the most stable unemployment rate, which remained almost unchanged from 2000 
to 2013. The average unemployment rate in Montenegro is 19.45%, while average unemployment rate for 
young people aged 15 to 24 is 38.26%. The lowest unemployment rate was recorded before the outburst 
of financial crisis in 2008, being 30.8%. The recent economic crisis had an effect on the unemployment 
rate and economy in the country. The highest unemployment rate for the young aged 15-24 was recorded 
in 2010, amounting to 46% (figure 2).
Macedonia is topping the list of the youth unemployment recorders. In the period between 2000 and 
2014 the unemployment rate for the young, aged 15 to 24, reached 65.7% in 2003, while the highest 
unemployment rate was recorded in 2000 (53.7%). The unemployment rate of 53.7% in 2000 dropped 
to 30.5% in 2001. That was a big change on the labour market. When the crisis hit Macedonia, the situ-
ation on the labour market did not change much. During the period from 2008 to 2014 unemployment 
rate fluctuated from 33.8%, 32.2%, 32%, 31.4%, 31% and 29%, respectively (figure 3).
Figure 2. Labour market of Montenegro, 2000-2013
Source: Statistical data, World Bank, 2015.
Figure 3. Labour market of Macedonia, 2000-2013
Source: Statistical data, World Bank, 2015.
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If we take into consideration the period before the outburst of financial crisis, more precisely from 
2000 to 2008, and the period after 2008, the unemployment rate in Bosnia and Herzegovina was signifi-
cantly higher compared to developed countries, while maintaining fairly similar level as the countries 
in the region. The highest unemployment rate and youth unemployment rate were recorded just before 
the crisis in 2006, 31.1% and 62.4% respectively. According to the latest statistics, the youth unemploy-
ment rate in 2013 amounted to 60.4%, which represents the highest unemployment rate ever recorded 
in the region (figure 4).
If we compare unemployment rate of young people in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Former Yu-
goslav Republic of Macedonia, it is obvious that these countries faced serious challenges regarding their 
youth without steady employment. This problem was present before the onset of the financial crisis.
According to the Global Employment Trends for Youth (ILO, 2013a) it is not easy to be young in 
the labour market today. In some of European countries:
• More than one in three unemployed young people have been looking for job for longer than one 
year (35,5%);
• More than one-third of employed young people in the developing world are living on less than 
US$2 per day (37,8%);
• Working poverty affects as many as 169 million young people in the world.
Countries with the high unemployment rate among young people ages from 15 to 24 in Europe are 
Germany, Austria and Denmark. It can be seen that position of young people are the best in Germany 
for the period from 2010 to 2014. The youth unemployment rate fluctuated from 9,9%, 8,5%, 8%, 7,8% 
and 7,7% for that period.
The research carried out in OECD countries shows that unemployment rate is the highest for low-
educated workers in Germany (OECD, 2006). Although youth unemployment rate is low in Germany, 
low-educated people without any academic or vocational training may be disadvantaged (Gebel, 2008). 
Some studies showed that low-educated young people find jobs more easily in countries with an insti-
tutional link between education and training such as apprenticeship system (Wolbers, 2007). German 
Figure 4. Labour market of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2000-2013
Source: Statistical data, World Bank, 2015.
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apprenticeship system prepares students for specific occupations both through school-based and on-the-
job training (Klein, 2015). Employers in some countries use vocational training as a screening device 
in order to evaluate workers prior to making final hiring decisions (Dustmann and Schoneberg, 2008). 
Any form of training provided young people with an opportunity to gain practical experience during 
their studies and better chances for finding a job after graduation (Table 4).
Table 4. Labour market in developed countries, 2010-2014
Country 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
Austria 9.5 8.9 9.4 9.7 10.3
Belgium 22.4 18.7 19.8 23.7 23.2
Bulgaria 23.2 25 28.1 28.4 23.8
Croatia 32.4 36.7 42.1 50 45.5
Cyprus 16.6 22.4 27.7 38.9 35.9
Czech Republic 18.3 18.1 19.5 19 15.9
Denmark 14 14.2 14.1 13.1 12.6
Estonia 32.9 22.4 20.9 18.7 15
Finland 21.4 20.1 19 19.9 20.5
France 22.9 22.1 23.9 23.9 23.2
Germany 9.9 8.5 8 7.8 7.7
Greece 33 44.7 55.3 58.3 52.4
Hungary 26.4 26 28.2 26.6 20.4
Ireland 27.6 29.1 30.4 26.8 23.9
Italy 27.9 29.2 35.3 40 42.7
Latvia 36.2 31 28.5 23.2 19.6
Lithuania 35.7 32.6 26.7 21.9 19.3
Luxembourg 14.2 16.8 18.8 15.5 22.6
Malta 13.2 13.3 14.1 13 11.8
Netherlands 8.7 7.6 9.5 11 10.5
Poland 23.7 25.8 26.5 27.3 23.9
Portugal 22.8 30.3 37.9 38.1 34.8
Romania 22.1 23.9 22.6 23.7 24
Slovakia 33.6 33.4 34 33.7 29.7
Slovenia 14.7 15.7 20.6 21.6 20.2
Spain 41.5 46.2 52.9 55.5 53.2
Sweden 24.8 22.8 23.6 23.5 22.9
United Kingdom 19.9 21.3 21.2 20.7 16.9
Source: ILO, 2015
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SOLUTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The high unemployment rate among young people is a problem that is present even in EU member states. 
The disadvantaged position of young people in the labor market has alarmed the EU countries, when, 
after the economic crisis, namely 2013, the rate of youth unemployment reached 58.3% in Greece, 54.8% 
in Spain (ILO, 2015). The solution to this problem the EU member states see in the implementation of 
public policies which were introduced by Sweden, Norway and Finland several decades ago (Mascherino, 
2012). The objective of the policy was to offer adequate jobs or trainings to young professionals based 
on their needs and thus reducing the period of unemployment. Strategies that have been implemented 
by countries such as Austria, Switzerland and Germany, where the unemployment rate among young 
people is under 10% (ILO, 2014) can serve as a good practical example.
Based on the analysis of certain groups of factors, decision-makers should focus more attention on 
the following factors affecting the high rate of unemployment among young people:
• Education;
• Regional differences;
• Imbalance between the supply and demand on the labour market;
• Tax rates on minimum wages;
• Reduction in brain-drain rate;
• Work experience;
• Wages;
Economic factors have undoubtedly a major impact on the labour market in countries in transition. 
Solving the unemployment issues is related to the lack of funds for establishing new plants as well as 
job vacancy creation. The research conducted by Choudhry (2010) shows that financial crisis effects on 
the youth unemployment rate go beyond the impact resulting from GDP changes, while the effect on 
the youth unemployment is greater than the effect on overall unemployment.
FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS
This research area is very important today, given the fact that young people are important for the economic 
growth of developing countries, investment in young people should be strategically thought through. 
Each research on combating the high unemployment rate among young people makes it easier for policy 
makers to come up with key solutions.
CONCLUSION
Youth unemployment is now a top policy priority. It has to be underlined that Governments of WB 
Countries need to invest in youth in order to increase the number of employed young people. An invest-
ment in youth is an investment in the future of our society.
Solving the problem of unemployment in WB countries is possible with a new strategy. This strategy 
is aimed at facilitating the labour market access to young people, while improving the education system 
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at the same time and offering training to young people. It can ensure that young workers have the right 
skills and are supported in the job matching.
This situation in these countries will changed if their governments are involved by introducing vari-
ous education-related programs and projects and by motivating young people, which is not a simple 
process. A focus needs to be on the education and on giving an example that investing in education will 
pay off and thus enable the youth to get employed after completing their formal education. Education 
is a primary issue in youth unemployment.
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